
The beginning of all our woe

Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-13, Romans 5:12-19, Matthew 4:1-11

“Then Jesus was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” This

event in the life of Jesus resonates with the events recorded in Genesis 2 and 3, where

two other people were also tempted by the devil. Jesus is the one who came to redeem

us from the consequences of the sin that was introduced into the world by Adam and

Eve, the event that was the beginning of all our woe, as Milton put it in his epic poem

“Paradise Lost.” And it is intriguing to discover that the temptations of Jesus parallel

the situation in Genesis. It is indeed true that Jesus came, as the first letter of John

says,  to “destroy the works of the devil,” or as the Greek says more precisely,  to

loosen the works of the devil. Perhaps a contemporary equivalent would be to say that

Jesus  came to make the works  of  the devil  come unstuck.  His  task,  then,  was to

reverse the works of the devil, to obliterate their consequences, to eliminate all trace

of them. And this is possible because all the evil arising from the works of the devil

are parasitical on God’s good creation. They are not part of it; they do not follow the

laws God has established for his  creatures,  and they can therefore be taken away,

undone,  removed  and  eliminated  with  no  loss  to  the  creation  itself.  This  is  an

important point which we will come back to again: what the devil has done can be

removed with no loss to the creation or to God. He has produced nothing new, nothing

original,  nothing positive.  All the works of the devil  are negative,  destructive and

corruption of the creation brought into being by God. 

To see how and why this can be so, and what significance it has for us today, let us

look first of all at the events recounted in Genesis.  

There are two points we need to give special consideration to: what was the nature of

the  restriction  God  gave  to  Adam and  Eve,  and  why  did  he  give  that  particular

restriction? Firstly, the restriction given to Adam and Eve was that they could not eat

the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The restriction comes after

permission to eat the fruit of any and every tree in the garden, except that one. The

restriction was given not to tempt them to see whether or not they would obey it. God,

as James tells us, does not tempt anyone, but we are tempted because of our own evil
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desires, which then entice and lead us into sin. Note that James does not say that the

devil tempts us, but that our own evil desires tempt us. The devil certainly uses and

encourages us into temptation, but the inclination to sin comes not from the devil but

from our own corrupted hearts. So then, we cannot say “The devil made me do it.” All

that the devil is able to do, and all that in fact he needs to do, is to encourage human

beings  to  follow  the  evil  inclinations  that  lie  within  their  own  hearts.  These

inclinations people have originate in themselves and not from God or Satan. 

God, then, was not putting a temptation in the way of Adam and Eve, but giving them

a command to follow. “See that tree? You may not eat its fruit. Otherwise you die.”

God was not testing them. It was not an exam they had to pass in order to be allowed

to stay in the garden. It was not a restriction that hindered them in any way. It did not

deprive them of anything they needed. It was not done to spite them, to prevent them

from achieving anything they needed to do. No, it was a simple command. “Do not

eat that fruit!” How could it be clearer? Could it be any more simple? They could live

out their entire lives without ever having to go anywhere near the tree, let alone touch

it, let alone eat its fruit. The fact that they did in fact do so, indicates again that sin is

completely and utterly unnecessary for us to engage in. We lose nothing if we never

sin. We are not deprived or impaired in any way – in fact, the very opposite. It is sin

that deprives and impairs us from living a sound, healthy, decent life.

What then was the purpose of the restriction? Why was it even given? Simply to show

them the limits of their freedom. But what limits they were! We so often take the

words of the serpent for granted: God is unfair to restrict you in this way. As if it was

a restriction to be told you could eat of any tree anywhere except one. What other

restrictions were given? None whatsoever. What demands were made on them? None

whatsoever. What else did God impose on them? Nothing at all. The reason that God

placed a restriction on this tree was to illustrate for them that even though the whole

world lay open before them, there was a single restriction, to remind them that there

was in fact a limit to their freedom: they had a single command to obey, as in the

extensive, wide-open freedom they had, they could easily fall into the trap of thinking

there were no restrictions whatsoever, and that they were indeed in full control of their
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lives. But no, God gave them a single command to obey, to remind them that they did

not have ultimate control over their lives.

God did not give this command to test them to see if they would obey or not. It was a

simple, straightforward command.  Do not eat the fruit of that tree! God was not

testing them. He was not tempting them, trying to get them to slip up. He was placing

a restriction on them for their own benefit. And what was the nature of the tree from

which they were forbidden to eat? It was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

What on earth does that mean? There have been a variety of interpretations put on this

over  the  centuries.  My understanding  is  that  it  meant  the  right  to  determine  for

yourself what is good and what is evil. Other interpretations seem to me to be unable

to make good sense of the comment at the end of Genesis 3, where God says that

“The man has  now become like one of us,  knowing good and evil.”  These other

interpretations imply that it means the experiencing or engaging in good and evil, thus

learning the difference, but this hardly can apply to God, who never experiences or

engages in evil deeds. But it does make sense if we see it as the right to determine

what is good and what is evil. That is something that clearly God has the authority to

do. But equally clearly, human beings do not have that right. By eating the fruit of the

tree, Adam and Eve took upon themselves the presumption that they could determine

on their own what constituted good and evil, in other words, to decide for themselves

the rules by which they would live.

This is something that we encounter very frequently these days. When we raise the

suggestion that  there  may be  limits  to  legitimate  human behaviour,  that  there  are

standards we must follow, then the responses we can expect are fully predictable.

“Who says I can’t?” “Why shouldn’t I?” “Who is going to stop me?” “You can’t make

me do that/not do that!” “It isn’t hurting anyone else, and certainly isn’t hurting me.”

“I  don’t  think  it’s  wrong.”  “Nobody  is  going  to  tell  me  what  to  do.”  Or  the

contemporary classic “It may not be right for you but it’s right for me.” You can see

the consequences of all these approaches: a refusal to accept that anyone can establish

any rules that we are obliged to follow. This reached its peak in the 18 th century, in the

French Revolution, where the rallying cry was “No God, no master.” In other words,
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nobody can make the rules for us. The outcome was the reign of terror, where the

revolutionaries  made  up  the  rules  as  they  went  along,  with  the  intention  not  of

establishing a free society, but to entrench the power of the revolutionaries to make

the rules for everyone else. It was in fact a denial of their own principles, an approach

which eventually had to be abandoned, but which changed the culture of the West

forever after. Now it is considered perfectly reasonable for people to argue that they

should not follow any rules they do not freely and willingly choose themselves to

follow. Thus sin establishes itself in our hearts, where we accept the spirit of the age,

and concede that everyone has a right to decide for themselves whether or not they

will accept to follow our or any other moral standards, or whether they will simply

make up their own to suit themselves.

This then was the sin of Adam and Eve. Who was going to set the rules for us to

follow? Not God, no, we will decide for ourselves what constitutes good and evil, and

the first act down that path was to disobey the command given to them by God: Don’t

eat the fruit of that tree! By doing so, they set for themselves the right to accept or

reject commands from God as they chose. But of course we can’t do that. God did not

offer Moses the Ten Suggestions, or the Ten Optional Choices. He gave Moses a set of

commandments, which the people of Israel were to follow. They were not open to

discussion or need their agreement. So it has always been: God gave the command, all

we can  do  is  decide  whether  or  not  we  will  comply.  We cannot  create  our  own

alternative set of commandments; they have no standing whatsoever with God. We

either accept his commandments, or not. He is uninterested in anything else we do if

we  do  not  accept  his  commandments,  but  to  acknowledge  that  we  have  made  a

choice: we have chosen death, not life. For life comes from obedience and submission

to God, while death is the consequence of rebellion against him and rejection of his

laws. 

And so it was with Adam and Eve; they succumbed to the temptation of their own

desires, egged on by the devil, who caused them to doubt what God had said, and

whether, as is often suggested today, that the commandment was given by God out of

meanness and spite, to prevent us from enjoying something which would be beneficial

for  us.  God is  not  a  kill-joy,  God is  not  a  spoil-sport;  God is  not  opposed to  us
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enjoying and appreciating the good things of life. Rebelling against his commands is

not to experience the good things he has tried to deny to us, but to determine for

ourselves what is good and what is evil, and to take what we consider to be good in

spite of God clearly indicating that it is evil. Rebellion against God simply exposes us

to evil that will eventually suck us down and destroy us. God knows that, and this is

the reason he gives his commands: to point out to us where the dangers lie so we can

avoid them. The commandments of God are not to prevent us from having a good life;

they are to ensure that we can, given the prevalence of sin and evil in our world, have

a life which resounds with peace, wholeness, security and enjoyment. God is seeking

our good, he is working for our salvation, and he gives his commands to guide us to

that goal.

As a result  of their  sin,  Adam and Eve suffered the penalty which they had been

clearly warned about: “when you eat that fruit you will surely die.” It was not, as is

sometimes suggested,  a  threat  of  instant  death,  for  as  we know, they  did not  die

immediately but lived for many years afterwards. If we compare the terms used with

comparable passages elsewhere in the Old Testament, it is clear that it means not a

threat of instant death, but the passing at that moment of an unavoidable, inevitable

sentence of death. Had they not sinned, they would not have died. Because they did

sin, they, and we afterwards, must inevitably die. Why that penalty should pass on to

us because of their sin is not something we can dwell on now, but suffice it to say that

we have no reason to quarrel with the inevitability of our own death, as sin is endemic

within us and even without Adam and Eve would have brought the same sentence of

death upon us. The important point for us to remember is that Jesus has by his death

and resurrection taken our penalty of death upon himself, thereby transforming our

death into something much less painful, for beyond it those who have faith in Christ

have the hope of resurrection and eternal life in the Kingdom of God. 

Turning  to  Jesus,  then,  we  can  see  how  this  victory  over  sin  and  death  was

accomplished by him on our behalf. In contrast with Adam and Eve, the life of Jesus

was characterised by his obedience, and it was this obedience, even to the point of

dying on the cross, that has bought us our salvation. Jesus was also tempted by the

devil,  after  spending forty days  and nights  in  fasting and prayer.  The temptations
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Jesus faced parallel those of Adam and Eve. Satan started by asking Eve, “Has God

said?” He tried to raise doubts about the veracity of God’s statements to her. Satan

started by asking Jesus, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become

bread.” This was in response to the statement from heaven after Jesus was baptized,

saying “This is my Son whom I love; with him I am well pleased.” Satan sought to

cast doubt on this, suggesting that if this really was true, then Jesus should be able to

turn stones into bread. If he didn’t,  or couldn’t,  then it challenged the truth of the

words spoken to Jesus, or even to cause doubt as to whether the words were really

spoken or just imagined! But Jesus responded that bread alone was not sufficient for

life, but the words from the mouth of God were necessary as well. But why did Satan

suggest that the Son of God could make stones into bread? Is there a connection here

with Genesis 3? Yes there is, for the only other individual named in the Scriptures as

the Son of God was Adam. We who believe are the sons of God through inheritance.

Jesus was the Son of God through the incarnation on the Eternal Son in the Trinity,

but Adam was the Son of God through being the direct and first human being God

created. And how was that son of God to be fed? By eating freely of the fruit of the

trees God gave him to feed him. However, after his expulsion from the garden of

Eden, Adam was told he would now have to earn his food by the sweat of his brow,

growing his food through wresting it from the earth and contending with thistles and

thorns. So Satan tempts Jesus to bypass the punishment on Adam and simply convert

the stones into bread, bypassing the effort and time needed to nurture the crops and

from the grain make his bread. Avoid all that hassle, the devil says, simply go straight

from  stones  to  bread  in  an  instant.  Not  so,  Jesus  says,  it  is  by  following  the

commandments of God that is important, not just eating bread. That is, the process is

as important as the end product. What command could Jesus be thinking of in the

context of the sin of Adam? Adam had been given one other command, beside the one

not to touch the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. That was the

command in Genesis 1 to care for the earth, to be stewards, to be responsible for the

creatures  placed under  the  care  and governance  of  human beings.  Following  this

command means growing our crops with care, tending the earth and not exploiting it,

delighting in the gifts of sun, rain and seasons given by God, that enable crops to

grow, mature and ripen so that we can have our food. No, says Jesus to Satan, being a
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steward of the earth, and working honestly for our food does not allow for shortcuts.

There are no instant cures, no free lunches. Listen to God and obey him, then you will

have food enough to eat.

Well then, says the devil, how about this one? Why not cause a sensation by leaping

off the highest point of the temple, to demonstrate that angels would protect and care

for you if you are who you claim to be. But Jesus answered, you must not put God to

the test, as Adam and Eve had done, when they ate the fruit from the forbidden tree.

This was testing God to see whether he would fulfill the threat of death for those who

disobeyed his command. Again, satan says, test God, see if he really will allow death

to follow, or whether he is bluffing. God was not bluffing with Adam and Eve, and no

matter how much pain it caused him to send his creatures away to certain death, he

nevertheless  went  ahead  and  did  that.  Would  God  do  that  again?  Jesus  was  not

prepared to push the issue to find out; he had no intention of trying to force God to

come to his aid simply to prove a point.

The last temptation of Jesus was an offer from the devil to give Jesus all the kingdoms

of the world, if only Jesus would worship him. Jesus did not even dignify this with an

answer, but said “Getaway with you, for we must worship God only.” He never even

bothered to point out that the kingdoms of the world belonged to God, and they were

not the devil’s to give Jesus. This was a response to Adam and Eve’s abandonment of

their position as rulers of all creation as God’s regents and stewards. Jesus came to

recover the position of rulers of creation for human beings by his obedience to God

and his defeat of the powers of darkness. He could not achieve this by giving in to the

temptation to win them easily. But through his life of obedience, his commitment to

the law of God, even to the point of being willing to die as a penalty for the sins of

others,  he was able  to secure victory over  death and sin,  a victory over the devil

himself,  and  thereby  destroyed  the  false  kingdoms,  the  usurped  and  illegitimate

authority, which the Devil had arrogated to himself  over the ages. Adam and Eve

abandoned their position as rulers over creation, and allowed the authority given them

by God to pass to the Devil. Jesus through the cross defeated the Devil, and secured

once again all power and dominion that had been given to him by the Father, as the

permanent inheritance of the true Son of God. And as his heirs and co-workers, we
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too share in that dominion over creation, and are called to exercise that dominion with

respect, love and appreciation for that creation, treating it with justice, honour and

dignity as it deserves as God’s good handiwork. 

And at the end, the Devil left him and angels came and attended to him. Quite the

reverse of Genesis 3, where Adam and Eve were cast out of the garden, and prevented

from returning by the angel with a flaming sword. They were left with a wilderness to

live in, with the Devil for company. Here Jesus is in the wilderness, but with the Devil

banished and angels attending to him. And through the ministry of Jesus we are able

once again to see creation restored to its  beauty as God’s garden. Those who are

obedient to God, who live in fellowship with him through repentance and faith, are

promised an eternity with him in the renewed creation, where all sin and evil has been

banished, and the creation has been restored to its pristine purity and perfection. As I

mentioned at the beginning, because the evil brought about by the Devil, and by our

own sin, is not part of the creation, it can be removed without loss or detriment. We

will not be deprived or short-changed in the Kingdom of God – we will inherit all

things  without  loss.  Popular  images  of  the Kingdom of God as  a heavenly realm

devoid of all  action,  interest  or purpose,  as a  bland, featureless existence,  singing

hymns all day long, are completely and utterly mistaken. How often do we hear the

comments  of  unbelievers  that  if  the  choice  is  between heaven and hell,  then hell

sounds much more attractive, as that is where all the interesting people will be, and

where  the  great  parties  will  be  going  on.  And  frankly,  listening  to  some  of  the

descriptions of heaven, I can’t disagree with them. I can see how they would think

that. But that is not what the Scriptures hold out to us. The choice is not between

eternal church in a bland and featureless cloudy heaven, or excitement and action with

all the really interesting people (i.e. criminals, dictators, party animals, of history) in

hell. No, the choice is between inheriting the earth (and indeed the rest of creation –

the entire universe) with all its endless variety and fascination, and to enjoy this with

eternal life, in peace and safety along with lots of the really fascinating people of

history, or alternatively, to be deprived of everything there is, and even, the Scriptures

indicate, of any life itself, is hardly a choice worth struggling over. Everything there

is, with God, or nothing at all?
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Adam and Eve decided they knew better, and made their choice. Jesus chose the path

of meekness and obedience, and made his choice. Which path will you choose?
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